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Florida Porch Reverie
by Charlie Hailey

I

hate to leave my calm isle of Patmos where the world
is not and I have such quiet long hours for writing.
(Harriet Beecher Stowe, 1872)

Through the width of the living room, she could see the
enchantment of the porch, but she saw it as from afar and
in a vision. Like John on the island of Patmos. A golden
land of refuge where all would be peace, but from which
she was now expelled. (Zora Neale Hurston, Seraph on the
Suwannee)

Calvin Stowe once conversed with Goethe on his Florida
porch. His wife Harriet Beecher Stowe, well-known author of Uncle
Toms Cabin, set up this context when she first explored Orange
Park in the spring of 1867 and found an enthralling climate and
landscape inclined to mix the actual with the imagined. By 1868
the Stowes purchased a house on the St. Johns River in Mandarin
and by 1872 completed renovations, most significantly the porch.
For Harriet, this open-air space-she called it her "veranda"harbored dreams and visions for writerly inspiration. On the porch,
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Calvin reads, translates, and hallucinates while Harriet listens and
writes, "spinning ideal webs out of bits that he lets fall here and
_there." 1 You might have interrupted one of these moments as you
drew near the porch in a stereoscopic view widely circulated in the
1870s, arriving like the wayward tourist who has walked up from the
landing on the St. Johns River. The porch fills the middle ground,
framed on the right by a magnificent live oak's trunk, its unseen
canopy measuring your approach. To the left, Calvin has put down
his reading, and Harriet-head tilting pensively-casts an oblique,
preoccupied view back across the river. The porch's columns frame
two other vignettes of domestic life: in the middle bay, a woman
and a girl look up from their game of cards, and further to the
right another woman quietly sews, her rocking chair turned to face
an empty seat.
Staged for a national public, this scene conflates the quotidian
with the extraordinary through the porch, which binds author
to setting. Before paying seventy-five cents and boarding the
Jacksonville steamboat Mary Draper for the possible glimpse of the
author, tourists may have also read Palmetto Leaves where Harriet
writes: "No Dreamland on earth can be more unearthly in its
beauty and glory than the St. Johns in April." 2 In one sense, she
knows the porch is a place to see and to be seen-an array of other
stereoviews attests to the theatrical rearrangements of the family
on the porch-and in another sense, the steamboat tourist and
stereoscope viewer come to see not only Stowe's iconicism but also
the strange familiarity of a domestic life cast within an open-air
paradise that has been written and rewritten in image and in text.
Its presence not always evident and often latent in her writings,
tourist and reader may not realize-until they have arrived-that
they are really looking for the porch. Florida's salubrious climate
has furnished the writing porch and the written porch; and for
Stowe, this is heaven on earth.
Apparent in her writings on fresh air, Harriet also knows the
vital paradox of an open and closed domestic environment and its
inspiration for writing climate into her narratives. Her principles
of domestic science, published concurrently with her first Florida
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Harriet Beecher Stowe to George Eliot, February 8, 1872, The Life of Harriet
Beecher Stowe (New York: Houghton, Mifflin, and Company, 1890) , 464.
Harriet Beecher Stowe, Palmetto L eaves (Gainesville: University of Florida Press,
1968) , 155 .
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sojourn, call for opening doors, windows, and flues. Stowe's
porch fulfills these healthful imperatives for fresh air, particularly
in Florida, "for in these regions the veranda is the living room
of the house." 3 The porch, where control is relinquished just as
shelter is provided, also frames a domestic ecology that embraces
the necessity of wildness-Wendell Berry's idea that "the natural
forces that so threaten us are the same forces that preserve and
renew us." 4 In Florida, the Stowes would certainly have recalled
their family home in Cincinnati where "an airy veranda" held
within the house's L-shaped turn affords protected experiences
of the "fierce gales of autumn," views of the "tossing of spectral
branches", and sounds of the "roaring of the wind through the
forest." Her Florida porch similarly matches climatic vulnerability
with an environmentally charged process of leisure and creativity:
"I am writing as a pure recreative movement of mind, to divert
myself from the stormy, unrestful present." 5 Jasmine blooms at
one end of the porch, orange blossoms scent the shaded air, and
hens cackle "drowsily." Amid this plenitude, Stowe speculates how
the semi-tropical climate might have transformed Calvinism, how
immersion in an orange grove might have stimulated Hawthorne;
and how she had originally planned to establish a network of
churches along the St. Johns, the author's utopian town plans and
schemes instead contracting to the porch 's ideal climate.
When the Stowes arrived in 1868, William Bartram had already
identified the paradisiacal qualities of Mandarin, Florida: "How
happily situated in this retired spot of earth! What an elysium it
is!" 6 Harriet overlays her own frontier and climatic narratives. The
author packs her gear-"I am going to take my writing desk down
to Florida"-and takes up residence in Florida while the northern
climate completes its "heroic agony" of freeze and thaw. Going
south rather than west, she and her husband nonetheless followed
the frontier of a slowly increasing population, with the official
1860 census line and its two person per square mile density lying
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Catherine Beeche r and H arriet Beech er Stowe, An American Woman's H ome
(1868); H arrie t Beech er Stowe to George Elio t, May 11 , 1872, The L ifeofH arriet
Beecher Stowe, 469.
We ndell Ber ry, Recollected Essays (San Fran cisco: North Point
, 1981), 313.
Harriet Beech er Stowe, The Writings of H arriet Beecher Stowe (New York:
H oughton, Mifflin , and Company, 1897), 86, 342.
William Bartram , Travels through North and South Carolina, Georgia, East and West
Florida (Philad elphia:Jam es andJohnson , 1791), 105.
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Stereoscopic view of "Mrs. H.B. Stowe's House, Fla., Mandarin." (New York Public
Library, Robert N. Dennis Collection).

"Residence of Mrs. Stowe" in Sidney Lanier's Florida: Its Scenery, Climate and
History (1875); Nicolas Poussin, Landscape with St. John on Patmos (1640), Art
Institute of Chicago.
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just south of Jacksonville. When Harriet writes that she and Calvin
"have set up our tent," she references North American traditions of
frontiering and also links porch to frontier and ideas of wilderness.
Frederick Jackson Turner, raconteur of the nation's retreating
margins, concurrently pitched his own tent on the back porch
of a Cambridge house. Like Turner, Harriet limns the freedoms
between wildness and domestication- the "quaint rude wild
wilderness"- just as she extols a writer's necessary distance- the
mail comes only twice a week-but ultimately it is how "the world
recedes" that provides her with inspiration and peace. The porch
becomes a residual frontier.
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In this contracted space that remains, Harriet grows a
foundational myth formed around the porch's construction.
After steadily improving "the hut by lath and plaster," she oversees
the addition of the "wide veranda all round." But this return to
origins is not merely about creating an outdoor living area suitable
for Florida's climate. The porch must also be "built around the
trunk of a tree," which holds great significance for the family
certainly as a metaphor for the home's refurbishment-"we added
on parts ... as a tree throws out its branches"-but also as the
symbol of vertically defined, mystical frontiers. The tree's twentyfive foot girth weighs an earthly connection, and its eighty-foot
canopy traces the extension heavenward, just as the porch's river
prospect-hyperbolically described by Harriet as five miles shore
to shore-measures the horizontal distances between her frontier
position and the "great world we are out of." And it is the porch
that structurally links house to tree, functionally and organically
connecting dwelling to climate and landscape-fresh, strange,
and vivid-and narratively and spiritually tying earth to heaven.
Its gutter wrapping the trunk, the porch embraces the tree and
appears "as if it were half-tree, or something [that] had grown out
of' it. The tree-porch affords a connection to the sublime as well
as the spiritual. Calvin Stowe's fellow traveler Goethe had already
written, "Multiply, pierce the huge walls which you are to raise
against the sky so that they shall ascend like sublime, overspreading
trees of God," a sentiment echoed by Harriet's assertion that their
tree-porch spreads "like a firmament." 7
The porch invariably looks out, and the church window that
would later be constructed to commemorate the Stowes' presence
in Mandarin conjures this view from the porch, but the author's
association of tree and porch signals an upward and inward turn.
Another Florida porch, existing only in written form, affirms
this essential interiority. Arvay Meserve's sleeping porch in Zora
Neale Hurston's novel Seraph on the Suwannee (1948) provides an
introspective space of retreat and recollection. An amalgam of
Hurston's porch experiences across Florida from Eatonville to Cross
City through Polk County, Arvay's porch is climatically charged as
a place "built for coolness" and for witnessing seasonal change,
hearing the first whippoorwill's song or alligator's bellow. It is also
narratively critical as the main character's space of belonging where
7.

The Life of Harriet Beecher Stowe, 469.

Published by STARS, 2011

5

Florida Historical Quarterly, Vol. 90 [2011], No. 3, Art. 6

FLORIDA PoRcH REvERIE

329

eventual empowerment and sense of ownership make this "high
kick for a low cow" an episodic refuge from the world's evils. The
seraphic space of the porch builds Arvay up and makes "her more
inside of things." As a writer, Harriet finds calmness and peace in
the porch's other world; and Arvay, at first cast out from its magical
space, later gains access to this "golden land of refuge." 8
Both Stowe and Hurston find their porches to be critical
thresholds in the pursuit of heaven on earth, and both authors
compare these places to the Greek island ofPatmos. When St.John
was exiled to Patmos, he found a place of retreat and a site for
receiving visions that would be recorded in Revelations. Writing
in 1896, Harriet's brother Charles Beecher, who had moved to a
house south of Tallahassee, sets the scene in an early chapter of
his book Patmos ( 1896): "Let us conceive ourselves with the aged
exile in lonely Patmos, the silver Aegean gleaming about us. We
are gazing on the clouds before the break of day. They assume
the form of a portal through which a trumpet voice issues .... We
are 'in heaven,' but we have not quite left the earth." 9 Renderings
of John's insular life depict the saint writing, sometimes isolated
on an impossibly small islet, often visited by a heavenly figure-a
connection frequently made through overhanging branches. In
Poussin's version, John occupies the romanticized landscape of
Greek temple ruins; and in a woodcut representative of the early
16th-century editions, John sits under an oak tree near a river with
wooded banks. As veritable islands of Patmos, the two porches
make room for confluences of the wild and the heavenly, places
made visceral on earthly frontiers and sublime through empyreal
associations.
Like the island, Stowe's porch also becomes a scribe's retreat,
with the necessary proximity to river's frontier, oak's firmament, and
orange blossom's scent and the necessary distance from northern
climate and the demands of celebrity. This placement within the
bounds of the picturesque- not the Greek ruins themselves but
the forces behind the ruins, in this case the Florida landscape's
own natural entropy-heightens the interior enchantment of the
porch. Just as Arvay's movement toward the sleeping porch, away
from a stultifying and anxious domestic life, provides the well8.
9.

Zora Neale Hurston, Seraph on the Suwannee (New York: Harper, 1990) , 239249.
Charles Beecher, Patmos, or the Unveiling (Boston: Lee and Shepard, 1896) , 16.
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ventilated and seraphic space of refuge, Harriet's latitudinal shift
southward and lateral shift outward from the airless house make
possible the setting for her writerly and spiritual imagination.
At the same time she arrives in Florida, another frontier-dweller
first reaches Yosemite. John Muir follows a trajectory similar to
Arvay, Harriet, and other porch-dwellers when he writes from the
California wilderness, "going out, I found, was really going in." 10
Going out to go in. Climatic exposure to think. The wild joy
of meditation. Waking dreams need the ambiguity of out and in,
here and there, and madness and control. The Florida porch is
a place for reverie. What the island is for St. John, the cabin is
for Thoreau, the Black Forest hut is for Heidegger, and the garret
is for Bachelard, the porch is for Florida's writers, explorers,
exiles, mystics, philosophers, and phenomenologists. When the
porch sheds nostalgia and simulation, it offers possibilities for
rethinking frontiers of lived experience. When the porch retains
its occupiable depth, and not a compressed image of porch, it is
possible to daydream. The writer's porch and the written porch
mix the climatic with the climactic, as other writers of the American
South have demonstrated within the porch's latent frontiers:
Eudora Welty's sleeping porches signal seasonal change and
coming-of-age, Walker Percy's moviegoer completes his "search"
and "certifies" places through Louisiana's porches, and Scout
eavesdrops from under the porch in To Kill a Mockingbird's rights of
passage. But on the Florida porch-with Marjorie Kinnan Rawlings,
Harry Crews, Ernest Hemingway, Hurston, and Stowe-subtlety of
seasons, sublimity oflandscape, and empyreal skies house a unique
narrative atmosphere. Climatic imperative becomes environmental
reverie, and place actual meets place imagined.

10. John Muir, john of the Mountains: The Unpublished Journals of john Muir, ed.
Linnie Marsh Wolfe (Madison: University ofWisconsin Press, 1979) , 439.
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